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A NEW STATUE OF AN OLD KINGDOM VIZIER 
FROM SAQQARA* 


Maarten J. Raven 

National Museum of Antiquities, Leiden 


This paper aims to publish a seated statue fragment dating to the Old Kingdom, made of 
red granite, which was discovered by the Leiden Expedition in 2008 in the New Kingdom 
necropolis of Saqqara, to the south of the Unas causeway. A stylistic comparison with 
parallels suggests a date of manufacture in the Fifth or Sixth Dynasties. The statue is 
inscribed for a vizier whose name is now lost. An epigraphic study of the inscription is not 
conclusive about the owner's identity, but the archaeological evidence may point to the 
vizier Minnofer. This study is followed by a checklist of other Old Kingdom finds in the 
New Kingdom necropolis since the start of the excavations in 1975. 


Introduction 

It is already twenty-five years ago, in 1983, that Naguib Kanawati and his team 
from Macquarie University first started work at Saqqara. His concession in the Teti 
Pyramid Cemetery lies just over the hill as seen from Bet Emery, then the dighouse 
of the Anglo-Dutch Expedition in the New Kingdom necropolis of Saqqara, and is 
still the residence of the Leiden team which became the successor of that 
Expedition. From a close neighbour Naguib became a dear friend, and our joint 
efforts to preserve and explore the riches of Saqqara led to mutual admiration of 
each other's work. Although the field seasons of the respective expeditions do not 
always coincide, the present author happily remembers several social events and 
scientific projects during which the members of both teams were able to share each 
other's discoveries and excitements. An invitation sent by Naguib to both Dutch 
field directors enabled us to travel to Australia for a wonderful lecture tour devoted 
to our most recent successes in the field, an opportunity for which I shall always be 
grateful to our host. 

Naguib Kanawati focuses on the Old Kingdom at Saqqara, whereas our own 
mission concentrates on the New Kingdom history of the plateau. However, over 
the years both of us have noticed how one period (or site) cannot really be 
separated from the other. Inevitably, New Kingdom tombs have come up in the 
higher strata of the Teti Pyramid Cemetery, 1 whereas the deeper strata of the New 
Kingdom necropolis south of the Unas causeway have produced numerous remains 
of an Old Kingdom date. The following contribution on a newly found statue 
fragment is a good opportunity to list the various finds from the latter area dating to 
the Age of the Pyramids. At the same time, it is a tribute to Naguib Kanawati, who 
has done so much for our better understanding of the Egyptian Old Kingdom, not 
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just in Saqqara but also in his previous work in Upper Egypt and in his general 
books on the period. 

A New Statue Fragment 

The fragment which concerns us here was registered by the Leiden Expedition in 
the New Kingdom necropolis of Saqqara as no. SAK 2008-30. It came up on 
February 3, 2008, just south of the courtyard of the tomb of Ptahemwia and about 
one metre above pavement level of that court. 2 The fragment lay in the clean wind¬ 
blown sand which had accumulated against the exterior face of the perimeter wall 
of Ptahemwia's tomb. Its presence here was rather unexpected, since the first stone 
structures in this area, i.e. a drystone wall around the aperture of a shaft (structure 
2008/10), were not located until four days later and 0.6m deeper. This drystone 
wall had clearly been stacked by robbers in order to rob the shaft at leisure, and it 
contained various spolia of different periods (varying from the New Kingdom to 
Coptic). Possibly, the statue fragment had also been used to raise this wall, and was 
later picked up and again rejected by the nineteenth century looters of the area. 
However, we cannot be specific about these events, and even the date of 
construction of the drystone wall (either in antiquity or also during the nineteenth 
century) is unclear. 

The fragment consists of the lower half of a seated statue of a man (Figures la-d). 
A low plinth (H 4.5cm), which is rather damaged in front and along the sides, 
supports a block-shaped seat without back rest or back pillar. On the seat sits a man 
with his legs pressed together and his hands on the thighs. His left hand is depicted 
with extended fingers, the right hand as a clenched fist in 'horizontal' position. The 
naked torso is largely lost, but one can still see the vertical groove of the navel. 
There is no visible belt, whereas the presence of a short kilt is just indicated by its 
edges and by carved grooves running at a straight angle to the kilt's upper edge. 
These grooves or pleats are only present on the man's right-hand side; a clear 
rounded edge delimitates the goffered part from the rest of the kilt (which is plain), 
curving down from the belt to just in front of the right fist. Accordingly, the 
pleating is visible on the upper face of the right thigh, on the side under the right 
forearm, and on the right buttock. The lower legs show a clear indication of the 
knee caps and shins, but are otherwise rather stylized, and the feet are lost together 
with the front of the plinth. The dimensions of the fragment are: height 25.5cm, 
width 18cm, depth 20.5cm. The original height can be estimated as about 43cm. 3 
The material from which the statue is made is red granite. 

The attitude of the seated person is very characteristic of the art of the Old 
Kingdom. Several variants have been distinguished on the basis of the position of 
the hands, and Vandier lists no less than 35 parallels for the specific position seen 
in our fragment. 4 Ten of these are made of granite or granodiorite, and these range 
in height from 34 to 49.5cm, with an average of 42.8cm. 5 This is considerably 
smaller than the average height of similar statues made of limestone, which may be 
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as high as 92cm or even lifesize. Of course this is a clear indication how expensive 
- or rather hard to acquire - granite must have been at the time. Its extraction from 
the Aswan quarries was a royal prerogative, and private persons could only obtain 
pieces of this durable material as a royal favour. Thus, while our fragment can be 
characterized as having a standard iconography, its material sets it apart as an elite 
object. 

This is corroborated by the 'gala' dress worn by the portrayed person, the half- 
goffered kilt which in fact should be depicted as having a belt. 6 This was a festive 
garment worn by high officials only, especially in a funerary context. The high 
ra nk of the person represented is also manifest from the inscriptions of the 
fragment. These consist of two unframed columns of hieroglyphs incised on the 
front of the seat, one to either side of the man's lower legs (Figure 2). Both texts are 
practically identical and read: 'He of the curtain, the magistrate and vizier [...]'. 7 
The phallus sign (Gardiner sign-list D52) should be understood as a determinative 
of the word 'vizier', 8 doubtless because of a connection with the word By 
'man/masculine'. 9 According to Sethe and Gardiner the writing of this sign in the 
word 'vizier' was restricted to the Fourth Dynasty. 10 This is at variance with the 
suggested date for all the above-mentioned granite parallels of our statue, which is 
given as the Fifth Dynasty, and in one case even the Sixth Dynasty. 11 In fact, this 
particular writing of the word can be seen to occur in the titles of viziers of the 
Fourth, Fifth, and Sixth Dynasties. 12 The later examples occasionally confuse the 
signs D52 and T33 (the knife-sharpener), but this should not be read as a separate 
title. 13 

The text on the man's right is slightly more complete than the other, having 
preserved part of an extra sign at the bottom where the loss of the plinth has robbed 
us of the continuation of the text. This sign rather looks like an owl ( m , Gardiner 
sign list G17). It could be the beginning of the name of the portrayed. There seems 
to be only one Old Kingdom vizier whose name starts with an 777 -sign, viz. Mehi 
who was active during the reign of Unas. 14 However, if the text indeed continued 
on the plinth there would have been sufficient place for one or two additional titles, 
and it is perhaps more probable to read imy-r lBt nbt nt nswt 'the overseer of all the 
King's works' 15 or another title composed with the element imy-r} 6 

A final question to be solved is who was the person portrayed in the seated statue. 
There seem to be three possibilities: 

(1) If one prefers to read the 777 -sign as the beginning of a name, this would be a 
portrait of the Fifth Dynasty vizier Mehi, a contemporary of Unas. However, this 
vizier is not buried at Saqqara but at Giza, and one would assume that the statue in 
question would have stood in the owner's tomb. Moreover, Mehi never writes his 
title with the phallus sign. 17 
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(2) If, on the other hand, we assume that the owl was the beginning of a title, we 
have only this specific spelling of the title 'vizier' to guide us. It has already been 
indicated above that this spelling has been recorded for seven of these officials. 18 
Five of these (Yunmin, Nikaura, Ankhmara, Sekhemkara, and Seshemnefer) were 
buried in Giza, 19 Iuu's tomb is at Abydos, 20 and only Mereri's mastaba was 
discovered at Saqqara. 21 It is situated next to the well-known tomb of Ptahhotep, to 
the north-west of the Step Pyramid. If indeed the statue in question once stood 
there in the serdab of Mereri's mastaba, it must have strayed hundreds of metres to 
end up in the New Kingdom cemetery where it was found by the Leiden 
Expedition - which would be possible but perhaps not very plausible. The newly- 
found statue fragment would then have been made during the reigns of Merenre or 
Pepi II, or around 2250 BC. 

(3) If we want to assume that the spelling of the word 'vizier' with a phallus may 
have occurred for any such official during the Fourth to Sixth Dynasties - even if 
no such spelling has thus far been recorded for a specific person on the basis of the 
hitherto found inscriptions on his monuments - then quite a number of additional 
viziers having tombs at Saqqara may have been the original owner of the statue in 
question. Their tombs are quite dispersed over the plateau: some viziers were 
buried around the Teti pyramid 22 or elsewhere to the north of the Step Pyramid, 22 
others to the west 24 or east 25 of the Step Pyramid, or in Saqqara South. 26 In all these 
cases, the same objection can be raised that the statue fragment would have been 
transported over a rather long distance before it was deposited next to Ptahemwia's 
tomb. There is only one exception: the vizier Minnofer, whose mastaba was 
recently rediscovered by the Cairo University Expedition just a bit to the north-east 
of the concession of the Leiden mission. 27 Probably, this is the most plausible 
identification for our statue fragment. In this case, it would have been made during 
the reigns of kings Niuserre or Djedkare/Isesi. The find of a new monument of the 
vizier Minnofer would be a nice surprise for the Leiden Expedition, because 
Minnofer's granite sarcophagus has been part of the collections of the Leiden 
Museum ever since 1828. 28 

Old Kingdom Material from a New Kingdom Necropolis 

The unexpected presence of the mastaba of Minnofer between the New Kingdom 
tombs to the south of the Unas causeway is only one of the numerous indications 
that originally the Old Kingdom necropolis extended well south of this landmark. 
Over the years, the (Anglo-)Dutch Expedition has uncovered a substantial amount 
of additional evidence for this and it is perhaps useful to list the various finds here. 
Although they have always been mentioned in the Expedition's field reports, they 
have never been registered in any systematic way and such a list may be helpful for 
future reference. 29 To this end, we have here grouped together the random 
discoveries of the seasons 1975-2008, starting with architectural elements and then 
listing statues, reliefs, and inscriptions. 30 It should be noted that no material of 
Archaic Period date is included here; in view of various recent developments this 
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will be the subject of a separate final report of our Expedition. 11 Another striking 
observation is that no Old Kingdom objects have been found in the area, and only a 
very limited amount of Old Kingdom pottery. The latter is mainly restricted to 
small sherds which have been used secondarily for the fabrication of mud-bricks by 
mixing them with the Nile silt. 32 

(I) ARCHITECTURE 

(a) Foundations 

under the south wall of the tomb of Horemheb, brick course of mastaba 
(Raven and Van Walsem, Horemheb V, Chapter 1.4) 
around shaft 2008/10, south of the tomb of Ptahemwia, brick courses of 
mastaba (Raven, JEOL 41 (2009), 6, fig. 5) 

(b) Shafts 

tomb of Horemheb, Shaft I (Martin, Horemheb I, 133-137, figs. 20-21, pis. 
156-157) 

tomb of Horemheb, Shaft IV (Martin, Horemheb I, 140-145, figs. 23-25, 
pi. 159) 

south of the tomb of Horemheb, Shaft 99/1 (Raven and Van Walsem, 

Horemheb V, Chapter 1.5.1) 

tomb of Tia, main shaft (Martin, Tia and Tia, 12) 

tomb of Ramose, Shaft i (Martin, Three Officials, 1, 4-5, pis. 1-3) 

tomb of Ramose, Shaft iii (Martin, Three Officials, 6, pis. 1-2) 

tomb of Pay, main shaft (Raven, Pay, 11, 17) 

near the tomb of Pay, Shaft 96/4 (Raven, Pay, 70-71, fig. 9) 

south of the tomb of Ptahemwia, shaft 2008/10 (Raven, JEOL 41, 6, fig. 5) 

(c) Architectural blocks 

tomb of Horemheb, reused blocks from the Step Pyramid or elsewhere 
(Martin, Horemheb I, 21, 117, 131, 137) 

south of the tomb of Horemheb, Shaft 99/1: false door (Raven and Van 

Walsem, Horemheb V, Chapter II no. [1]) 

tomb of Paser, reused blocks (Martin, Paser, 5) 

tomb of Tia, reused block (Martin, Tia and Tia, [28]) 

tomb of Maya, reused blocks from the Step Pyramid and elsewhere 

(Raven, Maya and Meiyt II, 2, 75) 

east of the tomb of Ptahemwia, chapel 2007/6, reused blocks from the Step 
Pyramid (to be published) 

(II) SCULPTURE 

(a) Statues 

south of the tomb of Ptahemwia, seated statue fragment (= the fragment 
published above) 

(b) Reliefs 

tomb of Horemheb, reused blocks (Martin, Horemheb I, [54] and pi. 35, 
[129af] and pi. 142); Schneider, Horemheb II, 81-90 nos. OK 1-17, 20-40, 
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42-52, 56, 58-61; Raven and Van Walsem, Horemheb V, Chapter II nos. 

[3], [6], [11]) 

around the tomb of Horemheb, fragments (Martin, Paser, 1,16 nos. i-ii, pi. 
26; Raven and Van Walsem, Horemheb V, Chapter II nos. [7]-[10], [12]- 
[15]) 

tomb of Tia, reused blocks (Martin, Tia and Tia, [92] and pi. 50, [348] and 
pi. 101) 

tomb of Maya, reused blocks (Raven, Maya and Meryt II, 2, 9) 

tomb of Pay, reused block (Raven, Pay, [73] and pi. 79) 

tomb of Meryneith, reused blocks (Raven and Van Walsem, Menmeith , 

[1], [84]-[91]) 

tomb of Ptahemwia, loose blocks (to be published) 

(c) Inscriptions 

tomb of Horemheb, reused blocks (Martin, Horemheb I, [13] and pi. 23, 
[41p] and pi. 43, and page 54; Schneider, Horemheb II, 81-90 nos. OK 18- 
19,41,53-55,57) 

around the tomb of Horemheb, reused fragments (Raven and Van Walsem, 
Horemheb V, Chapter II nos. [2], [4]-[5], [16]) 
tomb of Pay, reused block (Raven, Pay, 12, [1]) 

(d) Sarcophagi 

sarcophagus of Khuywer (Martin, Horemheb I, 136, pi. 145). 

This checklist allows us to draw a number of conclusions. In the first place, the 
presence of so many shafts of assumed Old Kingdom date (in most cases reused 
during later periods) indicates that there must have been a densely built-up 
cemetery to the south of the Unas causeway at the time, not just the occasional 
isolated mastaba. In two cases, the preservation of foundation courses seems to 
indicate that at least part of these monuments were constructed in mud-brick. 33 
However, the find of so many Old Kingdom relief fragments suggests that not all 
of these tombs were flimsy constructions only, and this is corroborated by the 
considerable depth of some of the shafts (23.30m in the case of shaft 99/1). 

Of course, it is quite impossible to assess the distance over which Old Kingdom 
spolia may have been transported for the purpose of their reuse in later building 
projects. The presence of several blocks with the characteristic yellow patina, 
recessed rectangles, or fluted patterns of the Step Pyramid complex shows that 
some stones were indeed robbed about 200 metres further north. The huge 
proportions of the original Old Kingdom relief slab from which one of Maya's 
statues was carved likewise suggests a royal construction, i.c. perhaps the Unas 
causeway. 34 Other blocks, however, may have been procured on the spot, during 
the actual dismantling of the last remains of the Old Kingdom mastabas still 
standing in the area where the New Kingdom officials wanted their tombs. This is 
something we shall probably never know, and unfortunately this uncertainty also 
pertains to the conclusions we have drawn above on the original provenance and 
identity of the newly-found statue fragment. 
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I would like to thank Mary Hartley, Macquarie University, for redrawing Figure 2, the 
statue inscriptions. 
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in the Teti Cemetery at Saqqara (Oxford, 2004). 

For the tomb of Ptahemwia, see M. J. Raven, R. Van Walsem, B. G. Aston, L. Horackova 
and N. Warner, 'Preliminary Report on the Leiden Excavations at Saqqara, Season 2007: 
the Tomb of Ptahemwia', JEOL 40 (2007), 19-39. 
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J. Vandier, Manuel d'archeologie egyptienne, III. les grande epoques, la statuaire (Paris, 
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Wesirat' in W. Helck, E. Otto, W. Westendorf (eds) Lexikon der Agyptologie, 7 vols. 
(Wiesbaden, 1975-), VI, 1227. 
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im Museum von Kairo I (CGC, Berlin 1911), nos. 161, 164, 166, 175, 187; S. Pemigotti, 
La statuaria egiziana nel Museo Civico Archeologico di Bologna (Bologna, 1980), cat. 1; 
A. Eggebrecht (ed.), Pelizaeus-Museum Hildesheim. Das Alte Reich (Mainz, 1986), cat. 
AR 14. 

See A. Weil, Die Veziere des Pharaonenreiches (Strasburg, 1908), §§ 3-5, 34; D. Jones, 
An Index of Ancient Egyptian Titles, Epithets and Phrases of the Old Kingdom , BAR 
International Series 866 (Oxford, 2000), 1001 no. 3708 with references: Yunmin, Nikaura, 
and Ankhmara {temp. Mykerinos), Sekhemkara {temp. Userkaf/Sahura), Seshemnefer 
{temp. Isesi), Iuu {temp. Pepi I—II), and Mereri (end of Sixth Dynasty). 

See Jones, Index, 1001 (tlty-sktt). 

Weil, Veziere, § 17; PM III 2 /1, 87-89. 

For this common title of viziers, see Martin Pardey, LA VI, 1229. 

E.g. imv-r niwt-mr, imy-r tl r-dr.f and others: cf. Sethe, ZAS 28 (1890), 43-49. 

Cf. Weil, Veziere, § 17. 

See above, n. 12. 

PM III 2 /1, 237, 232, 246, 233, and 153, respectively. 

See E. Brovarski, 'Abydos in the Old Kingdom and First Intermediate Period, Part II', in 
D. P. Silverman (ed.), For his Ka. Essays Offered in Memory of Klaus Baer (Chicago, 
1992), 15-44, especially 24-33. 

S. Hassan, Excavations at Saqqara, II. Mastaba of Princess Hemet-R' and Others (Cairo, 
1975), 25-39. Cf. PM III 2 /2, 607-608. For the other viziers, see the references in Weil, 
Veziere. 

See PM III 2 /2, 511, 521, 525, 536 (= Weil, Veziere, §§ 24-27). 

PM III 2 /2, 456, 462, 479, 482-483, 491(= Weil, Veziere, §§ 6-7, 11-13,18-19, 33). 

PM III 2 /2, 596, 599 (= Weil, Veziere, §§ 14-15). 
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unknown position in PM III 2 /2, 764. 
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Cf. already M. J. Raven, H. D. Schneider and E. Strouhal, The Tomb of Maya and Meiyt, 
II. Objects and Skeletal Remains (Leiden and London, 2001), 1-2. 
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ANew Statue of an Old Kingdom V izie r from Saqqara 




a) Front. 


b) Back. 



c) Right side. d) Left side. 

Figure 1. Seated statue fragment (SAK 2008-30 Leiden Expedition, Saqqara). 



Figure 2. Seated statue inscriptions (SAK 2008-30). 
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